THE MAGNATES

low and only manage to damage a vertebra. You have to shoot high
up to get the brain."

Frangois's man had made no mistake. He had died two hours later
without regaining consciousness. People had said that he was a coward,
that one simply did not commit suicide at the war. How could one
know? Perhaps he too had someone whom he must free and she must
know it with a certainty that death in battle could not give. If he him-
self were at this moment to be run over by a motor-car,, what use would^
that be?

" It is always for some reason incomprehensible to others. Can these
others understand . ..," these others who were passing so close to him,
walking with the tranquil step of the comfortable and content, their
eyes opaque as mother-of-pearl beads.

For the first time he no longer judged his wartime comrade's act. On
the contrary, he felt a great friendliness for the young man who had
killed himself for some incomprehensible reason. He was at one with
him in that remote region that exists on the extreme frontiers of the
universe of the mind where voluntary death can be conceived.

A clock marked the hour as a quarter to nine.

"They'll be at dinner in the Avenue de Messine," he said to him-
self.

Suddenly he felt an extraordinary weakness at the thought of his
empty place at his mother's left. "When I get home it's going to be so
difficult not to go into the dining-room, but to go straight up to my
room." And he repeated to himself: "All courage is good for is to
help a man to die."

XIV

Dinner in the Avenue de Messine was proceeding in a depressing atmo-
sphere. Noel, having already heard through Alb6ric Ganet that
Francois had been seen talking to Maublanc in the club, was silent,
chewing the cud of his anger.

"What's the stupid boy been up to? Hadn't he been stupid enough
already? I shall send him abroad, or keep him well in control under
my own hand! I shan't allow him to do a single thing on his own and
I'll keep his nose to the grindstone. Anyhow, what can he have been
up to?"

The Baronne Schoudler, though her husband never allowed her to
know anything about his business affairs, felt nevertheless that some-
thing was wrong, particularly as Noel had given orders the day before
that L'Information Financiere should be kept from the Patriarch. The
Baronne's knowledge of stocks and shares was limited to the great
principle: "Buy at the bottom and sell at the top." She belonged to a
generation when women did not even know the size of their own
incomes.
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